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to ancient custom, and most of the cattle were herded in
common.
The result of the change from communal to private owner-
ship was that the strips of land which the peasant received
became divided among his family at his death, and after
several generations many of the strips were so small as to be
uneconomical. The peasant was driven off the land, being
compelled to sell his small fields to some wealthy neighbour
who was able to buy land, increase the size of his holding, and
employ poor peasants as labourers.
But even this degree of consolidation of the small strips did
not produce farms capable of using modern machinery and
methods. The old three-field system of rotation could not be
accommodated to meet modern ideas of crop rotation and
replenishment of the soil. Even the most simple improvements
were not adopted. Ten million wooden ploughs and seventeen
and a half million wooden harrows were in use in 1910.
Although 80 per cent, of the population of Tsarist Russia
depended upon agriculture, after the emancipation of the
serfs in 1861 15 per cent, of the peasants were left without
land and became agricultural labourers. The average size
of the peasant holding was seven to ten acres.
In pre-revolutionary Russia, out of 907 million acres of
land more than 376 million acres were in the hands of owners
of large estates, about 198 million acres belonged to the more
wealthy peasant-proprietors, and less than one-half of the
land was left to be divided among several million 'middle*
and poor peasant families.
In the north and elsewhere where communications were
poor, farming was of the subsistence type. The yield from the
soil was low. Only the vast amount of land in the black earth
belt established Russia as the foremost producer of grain in
the world. Yet in a country so rich in wheat black rye-bread
was all that most of the people could afford to buy. In a
country rich in coal and iron and the minerals needed for
the manufacture of chemical fertilizers1 there was no fertilizer
1 In 1913 the production of fertilizers was 0*14 million tons, in 1940
3-6 million tons.